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Democracy and Accountability in Pre-colonial Africa: Lessons for Contemporary 
Afrkan States 
Joshua Segun and Oni Samuel, Department of Political Science and International 
Relations, Covenant University, Ota, Ogun State, Nigeria 
Abstract 
The authors contribute to the debate on democracy and accountability in Africa by 
examining the nexus between democracy and accountability. They argue that whereas 
democracy engendered accountability in pre-colonial . Africa, modern democracy in 
Africa fails to bring accountability to the front burner of politics, which is attributed to 
colonial rule that led to the destruction of indigenous system cum the attitudes of post-
colonial leaders. Given this scenario, the authors contend that accountability, which was 
the hall mark of pre-colonial Africa, should be imbibed by contemporary leaders of 
Africa. Africans should be sensitised to making their leaders answerable for their actions. 
Key words: democracy, accountability, pre-colonial Africa, contemporary Africa 
Introduction 
Democracy, often viewed by scholars as the mostcivilised system of governance, has 
generated much controversy. Regrettably, however, there is a lack ,of consensus about its 
meaning as the concept has been viewed with various lenses by different scholars 
(Omoyefa 2010). The word democracy is often said to be derivative of two Greek words 
- 'demos' and 'kratos', meaning 'people' and 'rule/power' respectively. This lends 
credence to the popular definition of democracy as "Government of the people by the 
people and for the people" credited to Abraham Lincoln. Gyekye, (1997) interprets the 
expression "of the people" in the above definition of democracy as meaning that it is the 
people who (should) govern, or at the minimum, it is the people who, not only choose 
those who are to rule, but, also, find ways to control the rulers and see to it that the way 
they are ruled conforms to their wishes . Gyekye also believes that most modern African 
political systems are not democratic, in as much as they are not derivatives of African 
people, but are rather a wholesale importation of European systems. This argument is not 
the focus of this paper. However, from the above, it can be gleaned that democracy 
means rule by the citizens. A historical excursion into pre-colonial Africa reveals that 
democracy is not new to traditional Africa societies, epitomised by the prevalence of 
democratic strands in governance. · 
Today, democracy has become the most popular system of government for some 
obvious reasons. The emergence of a New World Order subsequent to the end of the cold 
war no doubt produced significant impact on the world system. One outstanding area in 
which this is noticeable is the global resurgence of democratisation; or to borrow a leaf 
from Huntington (1991) it has brought about the "third wave" of democratisation. 
Evidently, African states are no exception. It is believed that the wave of democratisation 
that :.wept through Africa was largely exerted on the state by botli internal and external 
forces (Lawson, 1991; Agbu, 1996; Osaghae, 1999; Zack-Williams, 2001; Omotola; 2002 
and Omotola, 2007). Analysis of the two factors is not within the scope of this paper. 
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t h e  f a c t  t h a t  A f r i c a n s  h a v e  b e e n  i r r e s p o n s i b l e  a n d  h a r m f u l  t o  A f r i c a  i n  t e r m s  o f  s e l f -
g o v e r n a n c e "  
I n  a d d i t i o n ,  a c c o u n t a b l e  l e a d e r s h i p ,  w h i c h  i s  s y n o n y m o u s  w i t h  h o t J e s t y  i n  t h e  u s e  o f  
r e s o u r c e s  o f  t h e  n a t i o n ,  i s  c o n s p i c u o u s l y  a b s e n t  i n  t h e  l e x i c o n  o f  c o n t e m p o r a r y  
d e m o c r a t i c  c o u n t r i e s  i n  A f r i c a .  E t u k  ( 2 0 0 3 :  1 2 9 )  o b s e r v e s  t ! l a t  " A f r i c a n  l e a d e r s  
u n i f c r m l y ,  a l m o s t  w i t h o u t  e x c e p t i o n ,  h a v e  a n  i n s a t i a b l e  c a p a c i t y  t o  s t e a l  t h e  p e o p l e ' s  
w e a l t h ,  e v e n  w h e r e  t h e y  a r e  p o o r  a n d  t o  l e a v e  t h e m  m o r e  i m p o v e r i s h e d .  T h i s  p a p e r  
e x a m i n e s  d e m o c r a c y  a n d  a c c o u n t a b i l i t y  i n  p r e - c o l o n i a l  A f r i c a  w i t h  t h e  a i m  o f  b r i n g i n g  t o  
t h e  f o r e  s o m e  l e s s o n s  t h a t  c a n  b e  l e a r n t  i n  o r d e r  t o  b r i n g  g o o d  g o v e r n a n c e  t o  t h e  f r o n t  
b u r n e r  o f  p o l i t i c s .  
A x w o r t h y  ( 2 0 0 5 ) ,  i n  h i s  a n a l y s i s  o n  d e m o c r a c y  a n d  a c c o u n t a b i l i t y ,  f o c u s e s  o n  f i v e  
s t e p s  o f  t h e  a c c o u n t a b i l i t y  l a d d e r  t o w a r d  d e m o c r a c y  a n d  t h e s e  i n c l u d e :  i n d i v i d u a l  
a c c o u n t a b i l i t y  t o  c o n s c i e n c e ,  o r g a n i s a t i o n a l  a c c o u n t a b i l i t y ,  p o l i t i c a l  a c c o u n t a b i l i t y ,  
d e m o c r a t i c  a c c o u n t a b i l i t y  a n d  g l o b a l  a c c o u n t a b i l i t y .  B r a t o n  a n d  L o g a n  ( 2 0 0 6 )  
e m p h a s i s e d  v e r t i c a l  a c c o u n t a b i l i t y  w i t h  a  p a r t i c u l a r  f o c u s  o n  t h e  p o l i t i c a l  l e a d e r s .  I n  t h e  
s a m e  v e i n ,  B u r n e l l  ( 2 0 0 8 )  c o n s i d e r s  t h e  r e l a t i o n s h i p  b e t w e e n  ' a c c o u n t a b l e  g o v e r n a n c e '  
a n d  c o n s t i t u t i o n a l  i m p l e m e n t a t i o n ,  w i t h  r e f e r e n c e  t o  A f r i c a  a m o n g  o t h e r s .  H o w e v e r ,  
t h e r e  s e e m s  t o  b e  n o  m a j o r  w o r k  d r a w i n g  l e s s o n s  f r o m  d e m o c r a c y  i n  p r e - c o l o n i a l  A f r i c a  
w i t h  a  v i e w  t o  b r i n g i n g  t o  t h e  l i m e l i g h t  h o w  s u c h  c a n  h e l p  t o  i m p r o v e  d e m o c r a c y  i n  
m o d e r n  A f r i c a .  
D e m o c r a c y  a n d  A c c o u n t a b i l i t y :  A  T h e o r e t i c a l  A p p r o a c h  
H o w  d e m o c r a c y  i s  v i s u a l i s e d  v a r i e s  a s  i t  i s  o f t e n  i n f l u e n c e d  b y  i d e o l o g i c a l  a n d  
c u l t u r a l  c o n t e x t u a l i s a t i o n .  H o w e v e r ,  V e n t e r ,  ( 2 0 0 3 )  c o n t e n d s  t h a t  ·  a l m o s t  e v e r y  
c i r c u m s t a n c e ,  d e m o c r a c y  i s  c o n c e i v e d  a s  i n v o l v i n g  s o c i a l  j u s t i c .  g o v e r n m e n t  
a c c o u n t a b i l i t y  a n d  h u m a n  f r e e d o m .  W i t h o u t  g a i n s a y i n g ,  l i b e r a l  d e m o c r a c y  i n v o l v e s  t h e  
p r o c e d u r a l  m i n i m u m  o f  c o n t e s t a t i o n  f o r  p o l i t i c a l  o f f i c e s  a n d  p o l i c y  c h o i c e s ,  p o p u l a r  
p a r t i c i p a t i o n  i n  e l e c t i o n s  a n d  a c c o u n t a b i l i t y  o f  e l e c t e d  p u b l i c  o f f i c i a l s  u n d e r  t h e  r u l e  o f  
l a w .  [ t  c a n  b e  d e d u c e d  f r o m  t h e  a b o v e  t h a t  t h e  w h e e l  o f  d e m o c r a t i c  g o v e r n a n c e  r u n s  o n  
e q u i t y ,  t r a n s p a r e n c y ,  s o c i a l  j u s t i c e  a n d  a c c o u n t a b i l i t y  o f  e l e c t e d  r e p r e s e n t a t i v e s .  
A c c o r d i n g  t o  C h i d a m ' m o d z i  ( 2 0 0 3 ) ,  i n  d e m o c r a t i c  t h e o r y ,  r e p r e s e n t a t i o n  p r e s u p p o s e s  
i n d i v i d u a l s  w h o  e x e m p l i f y  t h e  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s  o f  t h e  p e o p l e  t h e y  r e p r e s e n t  o n  o n e  h a n d  
w h i l e  a t  t h e  s a m e  t i m e  a r e  a b l e  t o  t h i n k  a n d  a c t  o n  t h e i r  b e h a l f .  T h i s  i s  b r o u g h t  t o  t h e  f o r e  
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via an electoral process in which the major assumption is that only those who promised to 
advance the interests of the people got elected. In other words, democratic accountability 
is synonymous to the ability of citizens to hold political office holders accountable for the 
power delegated to them by the people; that is to say, responsiveness and answerability of 
political office holders (Hyden, 2010) . 
If modern (liberal) democracy is analytically dissected, one can quickly observe the 
fact that, accountability has come to be its permanent feature. Schedler (1999) asserts that 
scholars now tend to perceive public accountability as a major attribute of democracy and 
democratic quality as well as an ingredient of democracy's long-term sustainability. 
Thus, accountability mitigates the abuse of political power, while at the same time, 
gingers elected political office holders to serve the purpose of their election. Przeworski 
(1995:108) argues that 
... Governments are accountable only when voters can cleariy assign the 
responsibility for performance to competing teams of politicians, when 
the incumbent can be effectively punished for inadequate performance in 
office, and when voters are sufficiently well informed to accurately 
assess their performances. 
In traditional Africa, aside few allusions to the political situations in some societies that 
are not democratic, the rule by popular consent held sway and actions and decisions of 
rulers were consistently based on the will of the people (Oiuwole 2003). In the same vein, 
Forte and Evan-Pritchard (1940) averred that the structure of an African state implies that 
kings and chiefs rule by consent. A ruler's subjects are as fully aware of the duties they 
owe to him, and are able to exet1 pressure to make him discharge his duties. However, 
accountability appears to be the missing link in modern African democratic governance. 
Democracy and Accountability: A Synergy 
The cornerstone of a well functioning democratic system is the obligation of political 
leaders to answer to the public for their actions and decisions. In principle, political 
accountability serves a dual purpose. It checks the power of the political leaders to 
prevent them from ruling in an arbitrary or abusive manner and helps to ensure that 
government operates effectively and efficiently. In addition, accountability is intimately 
linked to citizen participation, leadership responsiveness and the rule of law. These are 
pillars that define and reinforce the practice of democracy, particularly, representative 
democracies. In shott, the level of accountability of elected representatives to their 
constituents is regarded as a key indicator of the quality of democracy actually enjoyed 
by the society, (Donnell et al. 2004, Diarnon and Marlino 2005). 
However, the condition under which democratic institutions generate incentives for 
government to be accountable is somehow stringent; they are often not met by most 
institutional frameworks. Suffice to say that election appears to be the most visible way 
of ensuring accountability of political office holders. It is essential to stress that the 
inherent limitations of individual's votes as a means of enforcing accountability upon 
elected leaders are well known. The fact must be taken into , consideration that 
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J o s h u a  S e g u n  a n d  O n i  S a m u e l :  D e m o c r a c y  a n d  A c c o u n t a b i l i t y  i n  P r e - c o l o n i a l  A f r i c a :  . . .  
o p p o r t u n i t i e s  t o  c a s t  a  b a l l o t  a r e  i n f r e q u e n t ,  a r i s i n g  f o r  P r e s i d e n t  o r  p a r l i a m e n t  o n l y  o n c e  
e v e r y  f o u r  o r  f i v e  y e a r s .  F u r t h e r m o r e ,  e l e c t i o n s  f o r c e  v o t e r s  t o  c o m p r e s s  m y r i a d  
p r e f e r e n c e s  o f  p o l i t i c a l  i d e n t i t y ,  c o m p e t i n g  p o l i c i e s  a n d  r e t r o s p e c t i v e  e v a l u a t i o n  a n d  
f u t u r e  e x p e c t a t i o n s  o f  p e r f o r m a n c e  i n t o  a  s i n g l e  c h o i c e  ( M a s a v a l l ,  1 9 9 6 ) .  T h u s ,  a n  
~lection c o n s t i t u t e s  a  b l u n t  i n s t r u m e n t  f o r  e n f o r c i n g  a c c o u n t a b i l i t y .  I n  A f r i c a ,  w h e r e  
e t h n i c  o r  r e g i o n a l  v o t i n g  p a t t e r n s  a r e  c o m m o n  a n d  p a r t y  p l a t f o r m s  a r e  w e a k ,  e l e c t i o n s  
r a r e l y  o f f e r  r e a l  p r o g r a m m a t i c  a l t e r n a t i v e  t o  v o t e r s .  E l e c t i o n s  a l s o  c a n  d o  a l m o s t  n o t h i n g  
t o  h o l d  b u r e a u c r a t s ,  t h e  j u d i c i a r y  o r  s e c u r i t y  f o r c e s  t o  a c c o u n t  f o r  t h e i r  a c t i o n s .  
D e m o c r a c y  a n d  A c c o u n t a b i l i t y  i n  P r e - c o l o n i a l  A f r i c a  
I t  i s  n e c e s s a r y  t o  n o t e  t h a t ,  i n  o r d e r  t o  h a v e  a  f u l l  g r a s p  o f  A f r i c a  p o l i t i c s ,  o n e  n e e d s  
t o  t a k e  a  h i s t o r i c a l  e x c u r s i o n  i n t o  A f r i c a  t r a d i t i o n a l  d e m o c r a c y .  A f r i c a  t r a d i t i o n a l  
d e m o c r a c y  i s  o p p o s e d  t o  t h e  w e s t e r n  t r a d i t i o n a l  c o n c e p t i o n  o f  d e m o c r a c y  ( J e r e  2 0 0 7 ) .  
L i t t l e  w o n d e r  t h a t  J a f t a  ( 1 9 9 9 )  a s s e r t s  t h a t  i t  i s  u n r e a s o n a b l e  t o  u n d e r s t a n d  d e m o c r a c y  a s  
a  w e s t e r n  c o n c e p t  o n l y ,  b e c a u s e  w e s t e r n  d e m o c r a c y  i s  l i b e r a l ,  b a s e d  o n  o n e  c u l t u r e  a n d  
i g n o r e s  t h e  v a l u e  o f  a n o t h e r  c u l t u r e .  H e  a d d e d  t h a t  w e s t e r n  d e m o c r a c y  c a m e  f r o m  t h e  
p e o p l e  w h o  h a v e  t h e  s a m e  c u l t u r e .  I n  t h e  s a m e  v e i n ,  W a m t h a l i k a  ( 1 9 9 8 )  s t a t e s  t h a t ,  t h e r e  
i s  c l e a r  e v i d e n c e  t h a t  A f r i c a  h a d  c o m m o n  c o n c e p t u a l  a n d  a n a l y t i c a l  f r a m e w o r k  o f  
p a r t i c i p a t o r y  d e m o c r a c y  o n  A f r i c a n  t r a d i t i o n s  a n d  v a l u e s .  
T h e r e  w e r e  s o m e  p r e - c o l o n i a l  A f r i c a  s t a t e s  t h a t  w e r e  t h e o c r a t i c ,  l i k e  t h e  k i n g d o m  o f  
B u r u n d i  w h o s e  f o u n d i n g  f a t h e r  w a s  N t a r e  I  R u s h h a n s i ,  w h o  a s c e n d e d  t o  t h e  t h r o n e  i n  
1 6 7 5  a n d  b r o u g h t  i n t o  f o c u s  t h e  s y s t e m  o f  B a g a n w a ,  p r o v i n c i a l  g o v e r n o r ,  w h o  o f t e n  
c o n t e s t e d  t h e  c e n t r a l  p o w e r .  U n d e r  M w e z i  I I  ( 1 8 5 2 )  t h e  i n d i g e n o u s  t r a d i t i o n a l  s t a t e  
r e a c h e d  i t s  p e a k .  T h e  e l e c t e d  k i n g  h a d  a l l  t h e  p o w e r  a n d  h e a d e d  a n  e l a b o r a t e  n e t w o r k  i n  
B a g a n w a .  D e s p i t e  t h e  t h e o c r a t i c  n a t u r e  o f  B u r u d i ,  t h e r e  w a s  a n  e l e m e n t  o f  f l e x i b i l i t y  i n  
t h e  r o y a l  a u t h o r i t y ,  w h i c h  g i v e s  t h e  i m p r e s s i o n  t h a t  t h e r e  w a s  d e m o c r a t i c  o p e n n e s s  
( A r o g a ,  1 9 9 9 )  
I n  W e s t  A f r i c a ,  t h e  v a r i o u s  p o w e r s  w e r e  m o n a r c h i e s ,  i n  w h i c h  o n e  c o u l d ,  
n e v e r t h e l e s s ,  f i n d  v e s t i g e s  o f  d e m o c r a t i c  e l e m e n t  s u c h  a s  e l e c t i o n s  a n d  t h e  s h a r i n g  o f  
p o l i t i c a l  p o w e r  w i t h i n  t h e  c i r c l e  o f  t h e  n o t a b l e s .  F r o m  t h e s e  s y s t e m s ,  t h r e e  d i f f e r e n t  
m e t h o d s  o f  b a l l o t i n g  a r e  d i s c e r n a b l e .  I n  t h e  f i r s t  c a s e  u n a n i m o u s  c o n f i d e n c e  i s  g i v e n  t o  
o n e  o f  t h e  n o t a b l e s  b y  h i s  p e e r s ,  i n  t h e  s e c o n d ,  v o t i n g  i s  i n t e n d e d  t o  s e t t l e  t h e  c o n t e s t  
b e t w e e n  t w o  p e r s o n a l i t i e s  o f  e q u a l  i n f l u e n c e ;  i n  t h e  l a s t ,  v o t i n g  i s  a  s o r t  o f  d r a w i n g  o f  
l o t s .  A r o g a  ( 1 9 9 9 )  n o t e s  t h a t  i t  w a s  t h r o u g h  t h i s  l a s t  p r o c e d u r e  t h a t  B i t o n  K o u l i b a l y  
b e c a m e  t h e  f i r s t  E m p e r o r  o f  S e g o u  ( 6 1 3 - 8 1 ) .  E a c h  o f  t h e  n o t a b l e s  h a J  a  " ' i c k  b e a r i n g  h i s  
p e r s o n a l  s i g n .  T h r e e  i n n o c e n t s  n o t  h a v i n g  a n y  i d e a  a b o u t  t h e  s t i c k  w e r e  .  : 1 l ! e d  f o r t h :  a n  
u n c i r c u m c i s e d  m a n ,  a  n e w l y  c i r c u m c i s e d  p e r s o n  a n d  a  p r e g n a n t  w o m a n .  A l l  g a v e  l u c k  t o  
t h e  B a m b a r a  b y  c h o o s i n g  a  s t i c k .  T h e  g a t h e r i n g  o f  n o t a b l e s  h a d  t o  r e c o g n i s e  t h a t  p o w e r  
f e l l  t o  t h i s  m a n .  
W h a t  i s  d e m o c r a t i c  i s  n o t  o n l y  t h e  e l e c t i o n  b u t  a l s o  t h e  f a i r  p l a y  o f  t h e  n o t a b l e s .  T h e  
d e s c r i p t i o n  o f  t h i s  t y p e  o f  e l e c t i o n ,  h o w e v e r ,  s h o w s  q u i t e  w e l l  t h a t  t h e y  w e r e  k n o w n  i n  
t h e i r  v a r i o u s  f o r m s  a n d  p r a c t i s e d  i n  o n e  w a y  o r  t h e  o t h e r  d e p e n d i n g  o n  t h e  s o c i e t y  
( A r o g a ,  1 9 9 9 ) .  T h e r e  i s  c o n s i d e r a b l e  e v i d e n c e  t h a t  d e c i s i o n s  b y  c o n s e n s u s  w a s  o f t e n  t h e  
o r d e r  i n  A f r i c a n  d e l i b e r a t i o n s  a n d  w a s  s o  i n  p r i n c i p l e .  
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Kaunda and Mutiso, cited in Wiredu (1992), state that "in our original societies we 
operated by consensus. An issue was talked out in solemn conclave until such time as 
agreement could be achieved". In the same vein, Nyerere, cited in Nyirabu (2002: 100), 
asserts that " ... in an African society the traditional methods of conducting affairs is by 
free discussion", and went on to quote that "the elders sit under the big tree and talk until 
they agree". 
Gyeke (1997) gives a lucid analysis to portray the fact that democratic norms, 
including consultation, accountability, choice and freedom of expression were prevalent 
in Akan traditional political system. He states that the chief, who was the political head of 
an Akan town or village, is chosen from the royal lineage by the head of the lineage in 
consultation with members of that lineage. It is necessary that the person chosen be 
acceptable not only to the councilors, who represented their clans, but also to the Asafo 
Company of young men or "commoners" who are, in effect, the body of citizens. The 
paramount chief was chosen the same way, except that his election has to be accepted to 
the chiefs of the constituent towns and villages. Thus, never is a chief imposed upon an 
Akan community. 
The scholar submits that the active participation of the community in its own political 
affairs in traditional African society was not unique to the Akan of Ghana. In many non-
decentralised societies, elders would sit and discuss clan or state affairs in the open view 
of everyone. Such participation and ownership of the political system is arguably the 
essence of democracy. 
In pre-colonial Nigeria, the Igbo appeared to be the best democratic political system. 
It is necessary to take a quick look at the Igbo democracy. Igbo society is essentially 
founded in a small unit called family (ezi). A group of ezi forms the ummuna (also 
known as lineage). Ummuna is generally believed to have come from ancestor or 
kindred. The ummuna is headed by the Okpara who performed religious and political 
functions. The okpara is usually the eldest son of the ummuna ·(Ugwuanyi, 2008). A 
collection of ummuna made up the ogbe, also referred to as obodo (village) (Nwala, 
1985); the ummuna acted as the nucleus of Igbo socio-political organisation. This is 
because it is made up of a number of extended families or family group known as 
Ugwulu or ama (Ogueijiofor, 1996) and serves as a thread that weaves or binds these 
families together. 
Extensive consultation was held with various segments of the society on crucial 
matter of the state and this is the first major quality of the Igbo society that qualifies it to 
lay claim to democracy. This is to extend the option(s) of the majority and carrying 
everybody along in matters that they believed "Unu oha Ka Ike- enya -ohu-na - onye" 
(The foolishness of the majority is better than the wisdom of one person)' (Ugwuanyi, 
2008: 178). In fact, all segments of the society are actually involved in crucial matters of 
the state. 
It is interesting to note that women were also not left out. In the final analysis, the 
Oha or grand elders functioned as the highest decision making body. They were 
recognised as repository of knowledge and wisdom, hence they were expected to seal the 
decision reached (Ugwuanyi, 2008). Achebe, (1999) puts it more pungently: that the Igbo 
rule themselves community by community. If there was any important thing a community 
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s h o u l d  d i s c u s s ,  a  g o n g  i s  s o u n d e d  a n d  a l l  m a l e  a d u l t s  w o u l d  c o n v e r g e  i n  t h e  c o m m u n i t y  
s q u a r e ;  a n d  t h e  m a t t e r  w o u l d  b e  d i s c u s s e d  i n  t h e  p r e s e n c e  o f  a l l .  I g b o ,  a c c o r d i n g  t o  h i m ,  
d o  n o t  s e n d  a  r e p r e s e n t a t i v e ,  i . e .  s o m e b o d y  w h o  w i l l  b e  t h e i r  s p o k e s m a n .  
H e  g o e s  o n  t o  s t r e s s  t h a t  t h i s  a g e  o l d  p r a c t i c e  b y  t h e  l g b o  w a s  t h e  o r i g i n  o f  
d e m o c r a c y .  A n y o n e ,  w h o  s a y s  t h a t  d e m o c r a c y  i s  n o t  g o o d  f o r  t h e  I g b o ,  n e i t h e r  
u n d e r s t a n d s  t h e  I g b o  o r  d e m o c r a c y  ( A c h e b e ,  1 9 9 9 ) .  U g w u a n y i ,  ( 2 0 0 8 )  a r g u e s  t h a t  t h e  
I g b o  a b h o r  m o n a r c h y ,  o l i g a r c h y ,  a n d  a u t o c r a c y .  T h e i r  w o r l d  v i e w  i s  r o o t e d  i n  d e m o c r a t i c  
d i s p o s i t i o n  t o  i s s u e s .  S c h o l a r s  o f  I g b o  p o l i t i c s  h a v e  d e s c r i b e d  l g b o  d e m o c r a c y  w i t h  
d i f f e r e n t  n o m e n c l a t u r e .  N w a l a ,  ( 1 9 8 5 )  r e f e r s  t o  i t  a s  u n a n i m i t y ;  O k a f o r  ( 1 9 9 9 )  d e s c r i b e s  
i t  a s  o h a c r a c y ,  w h i l e  O g u e j i o f o r  ( 1 9 9 6 )  c a l l s  i t  g o v e r n m e n t  b y  t h e  c o u n c i l  o f  e l d e r s .  
T h e r e  w e r e  s o c i o - c u l t u r a l  v a r i a b l e s  t h a t  a c c o u n t e d  f o r  t h e  s u c c e s s  o f  I g b o  d e m o c r a c y :  
f i r s t  i s  t h e  I g b o  b e l i e f  i n  t h e  p r i n c i p l e  o f  e g a l i t a r i a n i s m ;  s e c o n d  i s  t h e  I g b o  b e l i e f  i n  t h e  
d i g n i t y  o f  l a b o u r  a n d  p r i v a t e  p r o p e r t y  a n d  l a s t  i s  t h e i r  o p i n i o n  o f  t h e  n o n - r e m u n e r a t i v e  
n a t u r e  o f  p o l i t i c a l  o f f i c e  i n  t h e  I g b o  s t a t e  ( U g w u a n y i ,  2 0 0 8 ) .  
R u l e r s  o f  p r e - c o l o n i a l  A f r i c a  s o c i e t y  w e r e  m a d e  a c c o u n t a b l e  t o  t h e  p e o p l e  t h r o u g h  
v a r i o u s  m e c h a n i s m s  p u t  i n  p l a c e  t o  c h e c k  t h e i r  e x c e s s e s .  T h e  A f r i c a n  p o l i t i c a l  m o d e l  d i d  
n o t  p r o v i d e  o r  m a k e  p r o v i s i o n  f o r  a b s o l u t i s m  o r  t y r a n n y .  A l l  s o c i e t i e s  p r o v i d e d  e l a b o r a t e  
a n d  e x p l i c i t  r u l e s  o f  b e h a v i o u r  f o r  t h e i r  r u l e r s .  T h e  r u l e r s  w e r e  e x p e c t e d  t o  u p h o l d  t h e i r  
t r a d i t i o n s  a n d  d e f e n d  t h e i r  t e r r i t o r y  f r o m  a g g r e s s o r s ;  e x p a n d ,  i f  p o s s i b l e ,  t h e  w e a l t h  
t h r o u g h  w a r ;  b u t  t h e y  a l s o  e x p e c t  t h e m  t o  b e  j u s t ,  c o n s i d e r a t e  a n d  c o n s c i o u s  o f  t h e  
c o n v e n t i o n s  a n d  i n t e r e s t s  o f  t h e  p e o p l e  a t  a l l  t i m e s .  I n  s h o r t ,  k i n g s  w e r e  l o o k e d  u p o n  a s  
t h e  s y m b o l s  o f  t h e  a u t h o r i t y  a n d  l e g i t i m a c y  o f  t h e i r  k i n g d o m s .  T h e  r i g h t s  a n d  p r i v i l e g e s  
a c c o r d e d  t h e m  w e r e  e x p e c t e d  t o  b e  c o t e r m i n o u s  w i t h  t h e  p o w e r  a n d  a u t h o r i t y  t h e y  w i e l d ,  
w h i c h  a l s o  d i s t i n g u i s h e d  t h e m  f r o m  o r d i n a r i l y  p e o p l e  i n  t h e  s o c i e t y  ( O t u b a n j o  1 9 8 9 ) .  
T h e  c e r e m o n y  o f  i n s t a l l a t i o n  o f  a  k i n g  p r o v i d e d  o p p o r t u n i t y  f o r  d e f i n i n g  t h e  s c o p e  o f  
t h e  r u l e r ' s  p o w e r  a n d  f o r  i n i t i a t i n g  a n  i n c o m i n g  r u l e r  i n t o  t h e  t o l e r a n c e  l e v e l  o f  h i s  
s u b j e c t s .  T h e s e  w e r e  d o n e  t h r o u g h  a l l  k i n d s  o f  w a y s ,  i n c l u d i n g  t h e  s y m b o l i c  d r a m a  o f  
i n i t i a t i o n  r i t e s  a n d  o r a l  p o e t r y .  M o s t  o f  s u c h  r i t e s  i n c l u d e  t h e  d i s p l a y  o f  o b e i s a n c e  a n d  
r e s p e c t ,  n o t  o n l y  t o  s e l e c t e d  C h i e f t a i n s ,  b u t  i n  s o m e  c a s e s ,  t o  t h e  e n t i r e  p e o p l e  g a t h e r e d  i n  
a n  a p p o i n t e d  s q u a r e .  F o r  i n s t a n c e ,  t h e  i n i t i a t i o n  r i t e s  o f  t h e  " O w a  O b o k u n  o f  I l e s h a " ,  i n  
i t s  f i n a l  s t a g e s ,  d e m a n d e d  o f  h i m  t o  a c k n o w l e d g e  t h e  s o v e r e i g n t y  o f  t h e  p e o p l e  b y  l y i n g  
f u l l y  p r o s t r a t e  b e f o r e  t h e m  a t  t h e  p u b l i c  s q u a r e .  O t h e r  l e s s  d r a m a t i c  a c t s  o f  
a c k n o w l e d g e m e n t  a b o u n d  e v e r y w h e r e  ( O t u b a n j o ,  1 9 8 9 ) .  
D a v i d s o n  ( 1 9 6 2 : 1 4 5 )  o b s e r v e s  t h a t  a m o n g  t h e  A s h a n t i ,  a l l  c h i e f s ,  f r o m  e m p e r o r s  t o  l o c a l  
c h i e f s  w e r e  p r e s e n t e d  w i t h  a  p e o p l e ' s  c h a r t e r ,  w h i c h ,  i n  e s s e n c e ,  w a s  a  s t a t e m e n t  o f  w h a t  
t h e  s u b j e c t s  e x p e c t e d  f r o m  t h e i r  r u l e r s .  T h e  f o l l o w i n g  i s  a  r e p r e s e n t a t i v e  o f  t h e  s u b s t a n c e  
o f  t h i s  c h a r t e r :  
T e l l  h i m  t h a t  
W e  d o  n o t  w i s h  f o r  g r e e d i n e s s  
W e  d o  n o t  w i s h  t h a t  h i s  e a r s  b e  h a r d  o f  h e a r i n g  
W e  d o  n o t  w i s h  t h a t  h e  s h o u l d  d e c i d e  m a t t e r s  b y  h i m s e l f  
W e  d o  n o t  w i s h  t h a t  i t  s h o u l d  b e  s a i d ,  " I  h a v e  n o  t i m e ,  I  h a v e  n o  t i m e " .  
W e  d o  n o t  w i s h  f o r  p e r s o n a l  v i o l e n c e .  
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For the African, kingship conferred several privileges and rights, but these did not 
include the rights to treat a kingdom as a private fife. 
Although kings, chiefs and officials wielded considerable power in pre-colonial 
African societies, especially the centralised ones, as people always associated them with 
the divine and were feared, obeyed and respected, yet they were circumvented by 
numerous institutions, conventions, rituals, elders and the people themselves (lkelegbe, 
1989). Among the Jukun people, the main duty of the king was to secure for the people a 
successful harvest. He is called Azaikwo (our Guinea corn), Afyewo (our Groundnuts) , 
Asoiwo (our Beans) . He was vested with the power to control the rain and winds: whose 
impact on agriculture and, therefore, the welfare of the people was directed and 
economically, fundamental (Oculi, 1989). When a new king has been installed, he would 
be told his power, how to use it to benefit the people, and the danger of popular rebellion 
against his regime and assassination if he deviates from his duty: 
Today we have given you the house of your father. The whole world is 
yours. You are guinea corn and beans ... Henceforth you have no father 
no mother. But you are the father and mother of all. Follow in the 
footsteps of your forefathers and do evil to no one, that your people may 
abide with you, and that you may come w the end of your reign in health 
(Oculi , 1989:47) . · 
In the same vein, the Attah of !gala and the Mali of ancient Bornu were also treated 
to similar warnings on their coronation days (Leaver, 1985). The effectiveness of the 
power of a ruler for securing popular support was a fundamental basis for political 
legitimacy. Albeit the ruler is god, the mortal vessel through which his power runs could 
either corrupt the proper use of it or blunt its thrust and punch. Thus, human character 
(bad behaviour) and physical decay like losing a tooth, arrival of grey hairs could 
undermine his power (Oculi, 1989). Tahir, (1984) had dramatised the near destruction to 
a society when a Malam exploited the people he was supposed to safeguard (beyond the 
limits of societal norms among the Hausa-Fulani people). 
It has been noted that, in ancient Egypt, the population responded to bad government 
through uprising to overthrow the rulers or through protest walking with their feet and 
migrating beyond the borders of the Pharaoh's domains and thus bringing an end to 
territorial obligation of the ruler. The !gala and the Yoruba are noted for subjecting 
unwanted ruler to taking poison by himself under the constitutional supervision of the 
politically relevant elders and kingmakers (Oculi, 1989). 
In the Benin kingdom, for example, the Uzama which was the Council of State helped to 
check the excesses of the Obas. In addition, there were also some social checks. The 
people could protest abuses and wickedness of Obas through resort to sorcery, refusal to 
cooperate or perform obligations and through emigration (Oculi, 1989). 
Although there are no formal method(s) of removing chiefs and traditional rulers in 
the Hausa-Fulani emirate system, a traditional ruler could be derobed if found to have 
acted against the interests of the people. In Ghana, for instance, the Ashanti of Ghana 
often had enough reasons for destooling their kings. In the annals of record, the following 
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k i n g s  w e r e  d e s t o o l e d  f o r  d r u n k e n n e s s :  K w a b e n a  A b i a g y e  o f  A s u m a g y a ,  K w a b e n a  B r u k i n  
a n d  K w a s i  t e n  o f  N s u t a .  A k u a m o a  P i n y i n  o f  J u a b e n  w a s  d e s t o o l e d  f o r  a b u s i v e  t o n g u e  
a n d  d i s r e s p e c t  t o  t h e  c o u n c i l  o f  h i s  e l d e r s .  T h i s  i s  i n  l i n e  w i t h  t h e  a r g u m e n t  o f  D a v i d s o n  
( 1 9 9 2 )  t h a t  d e s p o t s  c e r t a i n l y  a r o s e  i n  p r e - c o l o n i a l  A f r i c a ,  b u t  t h e y  w e r e  d e t h r o n e d  a s  
s o o n  a s  c o u l d  b e .  
H o w e v e r ,  i n  s e g m e n t e d  s o c i e t i e s  o f  p r e - c o l o n i a l  A f r i c a ,  t h e  p e o p l e  t h r o u g h  t h e i r  
a s s e m b l i e s  c o n s t i t u t e d  t h e  u t m o s t  c h e c k  o n  g o v e r n a n c e .  D e l i b e r a t i o n s  w e r e  u s u a l l y  o p e n  
a n d  f r e e ,  a l t h o u g h  t h e  e l d e r s  o r  l i n e a g e  h e a d s  p r e s i d e d  o v e r  s u c h  m e e t i n g s .  T h e  l e a d e r s  
w e r e ,  t h e r e f o r e ,  u l t i m a t e l y  r e s p o n s i b l e  t o  t h e  p e o p l e  t h r o u g h  t h e i r  a s s e m b l y .  I n  f a c t ,  i t  i s  ·  
i n t e r e s t i n g  t o  n o t e  t h a t  l e a d e r s  c o u l d  b e  a c c u s e d ,  r e p r i m a n d e d  a n d  p r o t e s t e d  a g a i n s t  
d u r i n g  s u c h  m e e t i n g s  a n d ,  a t  s u c h  t i m e s ,  t h e y  h a d  t o  d e f e n d  t h e m s e l v e s  a n d  t h e i r  a c t i o n s  
( O c u l i ,  1 9 8 9 ) .  W i n g o  ( 2 0 0 1 : 1 6 4 )  a r g u e s  t h a t :  
T y r a n n y  a n d  d e s p o t i s m  w e r e  n o t  i n  t h e  v o c a b u l a r y  o f  t h o s e  p r e - c o l o n i a l  
p o l i t i c a l  a r r a n g e m e n t s  f i r s t  t h e  s t a t e  a g e n t s  c a m e  f r o m  am~ng t h e  o r d i n a r y  
f o l k s .  T h e y  l i v e d  w i t h  t h e m .  T h e  F a n  ( c h i e f )  h i m s e l f  w a s  a n  o r d i n a r y  c i t i z e n ,  
m o s t  o f t e n  a  f a r m e r ,  a n  o c c u p a t i o n  h e  k e p t  a l o n e  a s i d e  t h e  f u n c t i o n .  
D e m o c r a c y  a n d  A c c o u n t a b i l i t y  i n  C o n t e m p o r a r y  A f r i c a  
B o r r o w i n g  a  l e a f  f r o m  N w i g w e ,  ( 2 0 0 3 ) ,  h i s  a n a l y s i s  o f  N i g e r i a ' s  g o v e r n m e n t s  i n  
w h i c h  h e  d e s c r i b e d  t h e m  a s  " M a f i a  g o v e r n m e n t s "  b e f i t s  t h e  s i t u a t i o n  o f  m o s t  A f r i c a n  
c o u n t r i e s .  ' M a f i a ' ,  a c c o r d i n g  t o  h i m ,  m e a n s  a  g o v e r n m e n t  t h a t  i s  p o w e r - d r u n k ,  s e l f -
s e e k i n g  a n d  b a r r e n  i n  t e r m s  o f  i d e o l o g y  a n d  w i t h o u t  o r i e n t a t i o n .  A u t h o r i t y  i s  d i r e c t e d  
t o w a r d s  a c h i e v i n g  s e l f - i n t e r e s t s  a n d  d e s i r e s .  I n  m a n y  c o u n t r i e s  i n  A f r i c a ,  l e a d e r s  a r e  
s c a r c e l y  e v e r  e l e c t e d  b y  t h e  p e o p l e  b u t ,  r a t h e r ,  s e l e c t e d  b y  t h e i r  k i n d .  I n  s p i t e  o f  
m u l t i p a r t y  e l e c t i o n s ,  t h o s e  t o  r u l e  a r e  c l e a r l y  p r e d e t e r m i n e d  a n d  s e l e c t e d  e v e n  b e f o r e  
e l e c t i o n s  a r e  c o n d u c t e d .  I g n o r a n c e  a n d  p o v e r t y  o r c h e s t r a t e d  t h e  s t a g e  f o r  m o n e y  p o l i t i c s .  
A l t h o u g h  t h e r e  s e e m s  t o  b e  e v i d e n c e  o f  d e m o c r a t i c  s t r u c t u r e  i n  t h e  t h r e e  a r m s  o f  
g o v e r n m e n t  - l e g i s l a t i v e ,  e x e c u t i v e  a n d  j u d i c i a r y ,  y e t  m u c h  p o w e r  i s  c o n c e n t r a t e d  i n  t h e  
h a n d s  o f  t h e  e x e c u t i v e  o r g a n .  T h e  m o d e r n  A f r i c a n  s y s t e m  o f  d e m o c r a c y ,  a c c o r d i n g  t o  
N w i g w e  ( 2 0 0 3 ) ,  i s  a  p a r a d o x  b e c a u s e  t h e  v o i c e  o f  o p p o s i t i o n  i s  n o t  w e l c o m e ,  n o  m a t t e r  
h o w  c o n s t r u c t i v e  i t  i s .  P o l i t i c s  i n  A f r i c a  i s  a  m e a n s  o f  a c h i e v i n g  w e a l t h  a n d ,  a s  a  r e s u l t ,  i t  
i s  n o t  a i m e d  a t  s e r v i c e  t o  t h e  p e o p l e .  I t  i s  i n d e e d  a  q u i c k  w a y  o f  m a k i n g  m o n e y .  
L i t t l e  w o n d e r ,  t h a t  F a n o n  ( 1 9 6 3 :  1 4 7 )  a r g u e s  t h a t :  
t h e  p o l i t i c a l  p a r t y  i n  m a n y  p a r t s  o f  A f r i c a ,  w h i c h  a r e  t o d a y  i n d e p e n d e n t ,  
i s  p u f f e d  u p  i n  a  m o s t  d a n g e r o u s  w a y .  I n  t h e  p r e s e n c e  o f  t h e  m e m b e r s  o f  
t h e  P a r t y ,  t h e  p e o p l e  a r e  s i l e n t ,  b e h a v e  l i k e  a  f l o c k  o f  s h e e p  a n d  p u b l i s h  
p a n e g y r i c s  i n  p r a i s e  o f  t h e  g o v e r n m e n t  o f  t h e  l e a d e r .  B u t  i n  t h e  s t r e e t s  
w h e n  e v e n i n g  c o m e s ,  a w a y  f r o m  t h e  v i l l a g e ,  i n  t h e  c a f e s '  o r  b y  t h e  r i v e r ,  
t h e  b i t t e r  d i s a p p o i n t e d  o f  t h e  p e o p l e ,  t h e i r  d e s p a i r  b u t  a l s o  t h e i r  
u n c e a s i n g  a n g e r  m a k e s  i t s e l f  h e a r d .  
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In the same vein (Sandel, 1996:3) postulates that African public life is life with 
discontent, with citizens losing control over the forces that govern their lives. This has 
resulted in a declining turnout and faith in the democratic system. Okafor, (2003:581) 
succinctly captures the situation of lawlessness in governance of modem African 
societies as a "game without rules": 
In Africa, the game of politics is played as though it had no rules even ,thoogh 
it has the politicians as the players. The referee is corrupt and was bribed by 
one of the teams. The spectators are the citizens who are bewildered by the 
manner of the game. Fouls are ignored when committed by one team, good 
players from the other team are penalised without reason. Rented fans cheer 
foul play from one team and jeer decent play from the other. 
He continues: 
Spectators are bewildered and dumb founded. Security officials, keep strict 
surveillance on the spectators and are poised to deal with protestation 
or any attempt to disrupt the game. And so the game goes on. The favoured 
team must win by all means. In the end it is declared the winner and the actual 
winners became losers. 
The implication of the type of electoral process described above leads power-mongers 
and power-holders to exercise this power ultra vires, unfettered by rules. Thus, the power 
holders, having obtained power by unlawful means, strive to maintain it with a high 
degree of lawlessness. Their gluttonous quest for boundless riches have position their 
minds to stay put in power indefinitely. A few examples are necessary at this juncture. 
President Hosni Mubarack of Egypt clinched the presidency of his country not less than 
three consecutive terms. In fact, in 1993, he was nominated as the sole candidate to 
represent the only party in Egyp t- the National Democratic Party (NDP); Mobutu S.ese 
Seko, the late president of Zaire now (Democratic Republic of Congo) "one of the 
world's most corrupt regimes", ruled for thirty-two (32) years in a disastrous dictatorship 
and never wanted to hand over the reins of power until he was forced by the rebel forces 
to resign as president (Agudosy, 2003). Others include Daniel .Arap Moi of Kenya, 
Eyadema of Togo, Denis Sasson Nghesso of Congo, Kamuzu Banda of Malawi, Omar 
Bongo of Gabon, Sam Nujoma of Namibia, Yoweri Museveni of Uganda, Ghadafi of 
Libya spent about forty-two years in power; when asked to step down he vowed to fight 
with the last drop of blood and he made good his threat as he rode roughshod on his 
opposers before he died in the process. 
Reasons for Non-Accountability of Modern African Democracies 
The question to ask at this juncture is why have most African post-colonial governments 
failed the accountability and democracy test? The reason is not farfetched. From the work 
of Senyonjo (n.d) three important factors are attributable to this development. The first 
factor is neglect of all aspects of indigenous institutions in favour of wholesale adoption 
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world whil~; j~ftisofiifigl~Alfr\'ii:an·: ~fidigehdus ·ddrhotdtic iOeal ~ ~ho'ul'd ' be ' 'Cfi~carded. 
African democracy shouldtbe:.a'•f-iybfia tof1the1·gohd asfe'dts16'f t)U'r ih'djg~ri6b~~ demo8Hc~ ' 
cum tl>i:rl'l 'b1\westerhltldrtocrtiiy~ · l\'~ \;\\\ , n~i1\[ ·''''"'\', ~ ·1 1\',\t .. l' '. · : .. \ '' 1\'() : ____ __ 
dt__l .A ,{J(l If!d'd )'J~ > .. n.! ~ 
Cdnclusionih· ;,: bru .. 1 :Tu1rwiCl r:I "'rni;~"l;ut:rtl" (r' ,;::-_ ~I J)· 'itufi ·~·. " •1 
(Jt 4;•voti1'.~he rf.er:e-gding',' 1lt &alrroe 1a'edu~dl th<WCH!mob1ac'y i's ·fhii~·~·w\'to Afticari~ as one 
can see some democratic strands in the organisation _ofyre-colo11iaf Afrid'n• saci~ties. Thy. p~sitlt)n ,·6f t-h'is pa~ef- 1s' 1hat rub I t')"pf of1 ldehlocbi'c,Y'~rattlsechfy 9tinteflipbrad:. :..xrfiEan · 
stateS" makes ·moeiRe\-y-;df 1AethiritabiFiry c~hi'ch \va~'tl\~ HHJ'r Mal):' ofde~&rtic~: in pre-
colonial Africa. Colonial rule ushered in modern democracy that dealf<i''dk~Hiy'l)low o~ 
a.c~ou:ntabi-lrty 'as · ~ · r.esun ~~f: h~g1~t~ ·~~fl~_&!geii~~~~)ih~t!¥~ip~  1 1~ :f~ ~~;~;( ·~.~ wk~\es<i'Je adoptl'()n l-~ 0f 11fbreign'Hn'odels '· Wliw~ -L\ve'r6u' lt1dofly LurtCYMs{oo'd. -wbW~ver, ' if the 
recommenBations ghfeti .ra;~6~/ 'arb 'tkR~H·~; iiitt/i ~?HsrdgraHo~;~~ 1aS~~yH~abill(y anq 
indigenous democrati·G:..p.rinc-rp1Jes 1WlW 'b'e1 rehor~d1 t6 tn'e· pb'Htits 'of'·rHode}n 'Af~idui ' s{l{t'es. ' 
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